A phenomenological study of instructors’ experiences on an open source learning management system  by Cigdemoglu, Ceyhan et al.
Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 28 (2011) 790 – 795




A phenomenological study of instructors’ experiences on an open 
source learning management system 
Ceyhan Cigdemoglua *, Harika Ozge Arslanb, Hasan Akayc 
a,cAtilim University, Faculty of Engineering, Ankara 06836, Turkey 
bYuzuncu Yil University, Faculty of Education,Van 65080,Turkey1 
 
Abstract 
This paper focuses on instructors’ experiences on usage of an open-source Learning Management System (LMS), Moodle in their 
courses. The study was conducted in a private university in Ankara, Turkey where the widespread use of the Moodle has only 
recently started. The phenomenological design has been utilized as qualitative research method for this paper. The Participants 
comprised in structures from different faculties who are new users of the Moodle.  Open-ended interviews were carried out, and 
the data was transcribed into codes and themes. The research findings indicate that instructors have different impressions from 
the system in terms of their effort and expectation. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Keywords: Learning Management Systems (LMS); Phenomenological Study; Instructors’ Experiences; Moodle 
1. Introduction 
In the last few years, there has been a dramatic increase in integration of e-learning systems into educational 
contexts (Paulsen, 2003; Machado, & Tao, 2007; Romero,Ventura, & García, 2007). Such e-learning systems are 
referred to as Course Management Systems (CMSs), Learning Content Management Systems (LCMSs) referred in 
this study as; Learning Management Systems (LMSs). The use of such web based technologies in educational 
programs provides support to instructors to reach their pedagogical goals, organize course contents, and support 
students in turn. 
 LMSs tend to supply teaching and learning aids through online education. These platforms are particularly used 
to make accessible the course materials, such as lecture slides, exercise sheets and solutions, and assignments 
(Rößling, Crescenzi, Ihantola, McNally, Radenski & Torrubia, 2010). In addition to the delivery of learning content 
to students, LMS’s often support interaction and cooperation with discussion, news-forums, wikis, blogs, and 
quizzes, thus creating collaborative learning. Besides, LMS’s enable instructors to evaluate students electronically 
and to generate student databases in which their grades and progress can be charted (Paulsen, 2003). There are two 
types of such systems: commercial and open-source. Blackboard, WebCT, Gradepoint and TopClass are considered 
as the most well-known commercial ones.  Examples of open-source system include Moodle, Claroline, Sakai, 
ATutor, and Ilias.  
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Currently, the Moodle (Modular Object Oriented Developmental Learning Environment) is preferred by a 
significant number of educational institutions, as mentioned by Rice, “Moodle is a free learning management system 
that enables you to create powerful, flexible, and engaging online learning experiences” (2006, p.5). Today, Moodle 
has been translated into eighty-six languages; and it is being used by more than 40,000,000 users in places such as 
universities, (California State University, Humboldt, San Francisco State University, etc.), and schools, and as well 
as independent teachers (Moodle Website, 2011). Moodle has changed 11 versions since it was first launched in 
2002, of course in the light of users’ experiences, feedbacks and critics. There has been relatively few research 
studies to find out the overall degree of satisfaction with Moodle. Machao and Tao (2007) concluded that students in 
California State University rated the ease of use of Moodle higher than other systems, and that 75% of them would 
prefer to use Moodle over Blackboard in the future courses that they enrol.  
The present study was conducted in one of the fastest developing private universities in Ankara, Turkey. This 
university has a particularly leading role especially in engineering education compared to establishments in the 
city.Each year different faculties, including Engineering, Management, Law, Fine-Arts, Design and Architecture, 
Art and Sciences serve almost 5500 students. All these faculties are equipped with necessary technological 
infrastructure to provide high quality education. 
The first department to start using the Moodle as open-source LMS in the subject university was the Electrical 
and Electronics Engineering. The satisfaction experienced by faculty on this platform lead others through the 
university to utilize the systems as well.  Benefits of the Moodle and positive feedbacks of users make 
administrative units suggest using Moodle in all departments. As a result, a majority of a faculty tends to open up 
their courses’ web sites on Moodle. Such widespread utilization around the university brings about the issue of 
instructors impressions and experiences with the system. As recommended by Cilesiz, “future phenomenological 
research could investigate teachers’ experiences in-depth at each stage of technology adoption, thereby contributing 
to our knowledge of the stage theory of technology integration” (2010, p.18). For that reason, the aim of this study is 
to examine the experiences of the instructors with the Moodle. Such experiences become specifically important for 
the university in order to support new users as well as for its future plans to integrate the system into whole of its 
courses. 
2. Method 
2.1. Qualitative Research; Phenomenological Study 
Qualitative research allows attaining insight into people’s behaviours, attitudes, motivations, aspirations, culture, 
experiences, lifestyles and even knowledge. In this respect, phenomenological research is commonly used to 
describe structures of experiences gained in order to arrive at a deeper understanding of any given phenomena.  Data 
collection in studies of such nature is generally obtained upon conducting interviews, observations, or written self-
descriptions of lived-experiences. This study, as such, adopts the same method for its purposes. 
2.2. Participants 
A predetermined criteria as ‘being new user of the Moodle’ directed authors in order to select the participants.  
According to Creswell (2007), selecting individuals who fulfil certain criteria as participants is the most suitable 
method of selection for a phenomenological study. Table 1 demonstrates the general information about gender, 
department and faculty of the participants. 
 
Table1. The Participants of the study 
Instructors Gender Faculty                   Department 
A (Adam) Male Engineering            Energy Systems 
B (Bianca) Female Engineering            Industrial 
C (Charles) Male Engineering            Mechanical 
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D (Dalia) Female Engineering            Electrical & Electronics 
E (Evelyn) Female Service Course       English 
F (Fergie) Female Art & Sciences       Mathematics 
G (Gina) Female Art & Sciences       Mathematics 
H (Henry) Male Management           Economics 
I (Isabel) Female Management           Management 
K (Kimberly) Female Law                         Civil Law 
L (Lauren) Female Art, Design             Graphic Design 
  Note: All of the names are pseudonyms. 
2.3. Data Collection 
In this phenomenological study, the data was collected through open-ended, semi-structured interview, each session 
of interview was recorded with a tape-recorder then, and the data was transcribed by the researchers. The interview 
questions are as follow;  
x Why do you need to use the Moodle?  
x What are the main advantages and / or disadvantages of the Moodle?  
x What are your students’ impressions?  
x What is the level of the students’ participation?  
x While planning your course material, do you tend to make use of any educational theory or methodology?  
x Does the Moodle satisfy your expectations? How? 
x Do you use the Grade-Book in the Moodle? What is your opinion?  
x Do you communicate with your students often? If so, what is your impression of Moodle as your channel? 
x Do you use the News Forum? If so, what do use it for and what are your impressions?  
x Do you have a way of assessing the change in students’ learning and the interest upon using Moodle?  
 
3. Results, Discussion 
After data transcription process, codes and themes were emerged for each question. These are represented in the 
Figure 1. 
Figure1. shows the theme of each question (in light blue colour) directed to the faculty about the Moodle, and the 
themes of responses (in white colour) obtained upon interviewing then. Note that the question regarding making use 
of educational theories or methodologies has to be eliminated after the third session of interview due to the 
participants’ weak explanations.  
The participants’ explanations to the first and second questions were generally interacted with each other. They 
usually clarified their need to use the Moodle over the advantages of it. Below, analysis has been made as to 
responses by each participant. Dalia said that  
“Moodle is a beneficial platform for us because uploading different kinds of files such as pdf, word, excel, video or 
animations is quite easy over here. It was not this easy when using our department¶RZQweb site. Also, it helps us to 
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Figure 1. Map of the Participants’ Responses (Note: Numbers in parenthesis indicate frequency of responses)  
 
Gina’ reason to use the Moodle is totally about confidentiality in the students’ exam results. She explained her 
view in this way,  
³Prior to using LMSs¶, all students were ablH WRVHH WKHLUIULHQGV¶JUDGHV LQRXUZHEVLWH DOVRVWXGHQWV¶ IDPLOLHV
were able to see these exam results. Now, however, each student can see his or her own grade along with the 
LQVWUXFWRU¶ feedback. This is one of the best advantages of the system. Nevertheless, one major drawback about the 
Moodle is the absence RIPDWKHPDWLFDOV\PEROV´. 
Lauren remarked that “online interaction with the students is best for me because we make drawings and we have to 
be in touch with our students” 
Despite the presence of the ‘help’ button on the system Isabel complains that “if there was a µKHOS¶EXWWRQat each 
page, it would be better for instructors who are new users like myself”.  
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The participant responses indicate that the amount of effort they make to work with the Moodle seems to be 
directly related with their satisfaction or dissatisfaction. In other words, the more this effort, the more the 
satisfaction. As for the students, their feedbacks seemed to reflect such efforts on behalf of their instructors as well. 
That is the more effort made by the instructors in terms of using the system, the more satisfied their students 
become. 
The instructors’ effort on the Moodle is also associated with their students’ levels of participation. That is to say 
the higher such efforts, the higher the students level of participation and vice versa. 
Subject Evelyn said that she has a positive attitude toward computer technologies and so she likes spending time on 
the Moodle. She added all of her students check their courses page regularly.  
Adam mentioned that “Even though I remind my students to use the Moodle, only 25% of them visit the course 
site regularly”.  He also says that he does not use many of the features available on the Moodle. Complaining that 
“Once I tried to upload a file, the system did not allow it due to file size, this can be one disadvantage with the 
system”. 
Although many of the participants state that the Moodle meet their expectations (8 out of 11 instructors), Bianca 
complains that she is an old instructor and this kind of technologies are quite complex for her. In her words, 
³0RRGOHLVQRWHDV\ for me; I use a considerable amount of time while trying to manage something on it. Besides, it 
increases my work-load for that reason it doHVQRWIXOILOP\H[SHFWDWLRQV´.  
She also added she had fear of destroying data, thus being unable to manage the system properly. Fergie’ 
expectation was confidentiality too. As a whole it seems then the needs of instructors to use Moodle clearly 
determines their expectations of the system. 
The Grade Book and the News Forum features of Moodle were evaluated as the strongest segments by majority. 
Their impression on these tools is quite positive. Only Gina gave a negative feedback, stating that Grade Book 
segment suffers flaws, mainly because they cannot be converted to letters automatically. 
The final question was whether or not faculty could evaluate change in students learning and interest after using 
the Moodle, six of the participants stated that the system is not a platform to enhance students learning and interest. 
Henry, for example, said that “I am just putting my notes there. Prior to Moodle I was entering these notes on web. 
7KHUHIRUH , GRQ¶W WKLQN LW FDQ increase either OHDUQLQJ RU LQWHUHVW´ Opposite to this view, Isabel said she was 
confident that students’ learning and interest can be changed in positive way.  Kimberly said that “Moodle increases 
interaction. This may increase learning and interest, EXW,DPQRWVXUH´ Similarly, Fergie and Charles stated that they 
could not detect any change in learning or interest. 
Additionally, the results of the interviews indicated that if an instructor spent a lot of time on the Moodle, He or she 
generally tended to regard this tool as beneficial and also to point out technical issues as pitfalls. Moreover it has 
been observed that the faculties’ participation in related training seminars is directly effective on their level of 
satisfaction. In other words those attending such seminars appeared to be more interested in the system and, as such, 
evaluated it in more technical depth. In line with this Evelyn added that students too, should be also provided with 
seminars. 
Another important decisive factor in the faculty impressions is the age factor. For example, Adam, Bianca and 
Charles are older than the other participants; they are not satisfied with the Moodle and using it for their purposes. In 
fact, the younger the person is in this case, the more time he or she is likely to spent with the system and does. 
Surprisingly, despite of the overall engineering faculties tendencies to be more accustomed to the use of 
technology, only Dalia from department of electrical and electronics seemed to have properly integrated the Moodle 
into her course. The reason behind this is possibly related to the fact that her colleagues from the same department 
has established the system at the university for the first time, hence her familiarity with it. It is evident that 
participants from non-science departments such as Law or English Language generally utilized the Moodle as 
mainly a communication tool. Kimberly’ course has large student registered and therefore assignment submission 
was quite important for her. She said “I am very pleased to use the Moodle because my students has learnt to stick to 
their deadlines for assignment submission, DQGDOVRP\SDSHUFRQVXPSWLRQKDVGHFUHDVHG´ 
Bearing in mind afore mentioned statements by the faculty and other observations, it is clear that the instructor’ 
expectations, needs, age, amount of time spent on the Moodle, along with their departments and faculties to a certain 
extend are significant factors in determining their impressions regarding the system.  
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4. Conclusion 
LMS providers need to consider a combination of a number of factors, such as customer loyalty, user 
friendliness, cost, integration, openness, adaptability, etc, in order to compete in the future market. In line with this, 
the importance of research projects on these platforms is undeniable in improving such products. Although there 
have been a number of studies on the technical aspects of LMSs, the need for phenomenological studies on the 
users’ experiences and preferences is obvious. As Cilesiz puts into words “Phenomenological studies of teachers’ 
experiences of integrating technology in their teaching could complement existing research and contribute to filling 
knowledge gaps” (2010, p.18). 
This study investigated the experiences and the impressions of a group of instructors as first-time users of an 
LMS-specifically the Moodle system in one private university.  Generally, the results revealed that the more an 
instructor has used the tool, the more beneficial they find using that tool. This has also been confirmed in a study 
carried by G. Rößling, et al. (2010). It can be inferred here from that organizing seminars and educational programs 
to guide first-time users can play a significant role in promoting proper application. This is, in particular crucial 
since a majority of such individuals have also indicated that seminar content need to be conformity with their needs. 
The more experienced an instructor, the more detailed technical support he or she needs, and also if the instructor 
has little experience, he, she requires additional basic training. An extra special attention is suggested for the faculty 
emphasizing that training content should match each individual’s level of experience with the system. Therefore, it 
is additionally suggested here that the faculty support their students in applying the system. 
The present study obviously has had its limitations. It appears from the available literature that not many studies 
of such nature have been conducted in Turkey. 
As for the future work, similar studies can be carried out within one or two semesters to examine whether the 
participants’ experiences have changed. Furthermore, whereas individuals’ first impressions and belief construct 
establish a foundation for the approach to new technology such aspects of the faculties opinions and attitudes 
establishes another basis for future studies.  
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